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INTRODUCTION

When Vasco da Gama first returned from India with his
battered ships and decimated crew, a thrill convulsed the
whole Portuguese nation. They saw the quest in which
their fathers had grown old brought to a triumphant con-
clusion. The gateway of the Orient for fifteen centuries
barred to Europe at last stood open wide.

If we wish to understand how a people felt when the sea
route to the East had been discovered, we have but to visit
the church of Bclem, All the exuberant joy of a young and
vigorous race, its marvel at new horizons revealed, its visions
of fantastic realms afar, arc petrified for ever in the strange
wild flora that adorns the architecture known as Manueline.
There, surrounded by a riot of twisted cables, seaweed,
shells, beside pillars encrusted like submerged rocks, be-
neath vaults that have the beauty of sea caverns, we may
catch the echoes of a psean for an ocean wonder. Belem
commemorates a dream come true, a miracle accomplished.

Portuguese expansion overseas is an inexplicable pheno-
menon upon the page of history. Desire for expansion pre-
supposes want of space at home, but the Portuguese had
more than enough room in their own pleasant little land;
the population was well under two million. The nation had
just emerged from a centuries' old struggle for life, first
with the Moors and then with the Castilians. Why such a
people, having at last won peace by victory over their neigh-
bours, should have felt the urge to spread across the unknown
world is an unanswered riddle.